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The Appropriation of St Cuthbert:
Architecture, History-writing, and Ecclesiastical Politics in
Durham, 1083-1250
John D. Young
Flagler College
This paper describes the use of the cult of Saint Cuthbert in the High Middle

Ages by both the bishops of Durham and the Benedictine community that was
tied to the Episcopal see. Its central contention is that the churchmen of Durham
adapted this popular cult to the political expediencies of the time. In the late
eleventh and early twelfth centuries, when Bishop William de St. Calais ousted
the entrenched remnants of the Lindisfarne community and replaced them with
Benedictines, Cuthbert was primarily a monastic saint and not, as he would
become, a popular pilgrimage saint. However, once the Benedictine community
was firmly entrenched in Durham, the bishops, most prominently Hugh de Puiset,
sought to create a saint who would appeal to a wide audience of pilgrims, including
the women who had been excluded from direct worship in the earlier, Benedictine
version of the saint. Evidence for this shift in the image of Cuthbert occurs both
in the historical writings of the town’s monks—Symeon in the earlier period and
Reginald in the later—and in the evolving architecture of Durham cathedral.

The

cult of Saint Cuthbert constituted the defining feature of
the town of Durham in the High Middle Ages. Indeed, the very
founding of the town—when the monks of Lindisfarne stopped with
their beloved saint at this peninsula on the Wear River in 995—was
contingent upon the cult. Although the Norman conquest of the late
eleventh century significantly altered the political and ecclesiastical
landscape of England1, the veneration of Cuthbert endured, growing
1 The massive restructuring of landholding rights in the immediate postconquest era has been called a “tenurial revolution.” Ecclesiastics were more

Young

27

in strength during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—the glorious
age of medieval pilgrimage. However, this apparent appropriation
of an Anglo-Saxon saint by the Norman conquerors must not be
seen as a homogeneous development. The transition of the Cult
of Saint Cuthbert from the Anglo-Saxon world to the new Norman
reality was characterized by a great deal of uncertainty. Though the
veneration of the saint survived intact across this transition, the use
of Cuthbert in ecclesiastical politics and religious practice fluctuated
significantly during the first century-and-a-half of Norman rule.2
This article will examine the interaction between the clergy and the
saint during the period from 1083, when the Benedictine priory was
established and the cathedral was first commissioned by Bishop
William of St Calais, to the mid-thirteenth century, when major
alterations to the cathedral were completed.
The impetus for this article came initially from John
Crook’s argument in his article “The Architectural Setting of the
Cult of Saint Cuthbert in Durham Cathedral.”3 Crook surmises
that Durham Cathedral in its initial construction phases was not
designed to be a major pilgrimage church. Rather, he asserts,
the emphasis on pilgrimage came later, along with modifications
likely to retain their original estates, since they often kept better records than
secular lords; still, the situation was very much in flux. See Robin Fleming, Kings
and Lords in Conquest England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
107-144.

2 Barbara Abou-El-Haj arrives at a similar evaluation, although she is
concerned primarily with the cult of St Cuthbert in the early part of the twelfth
century, particularly with the role it played in the competition for control of ecclesiastical prominence between the Benedictine monks and Bishop Ranulf Flambard, rather than with the cult’s major shift in direction after the second half of
the twelfth century. See “Saint Cuthbert: The Post-Conquest Appropriation of an
Anglo-Saxon Cult,” Holy Men and Holy Women: Old English Prose Saints’ Lives
and their Contexts, ed. Paul E. Szarmach (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1996), 177-206.
3 John Crook, “The Architectural Setting of the Cult of St Cuthbert in
Durham Cathedral (1093-1200),” Anglo-Norman Durham 1093-1193, ed. David
Rollason, Margaret Harvey, and Michael Prestwich (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1994),
235-50.
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to the cathedral to make it more accessible and suitable for large
numbers of pilgrims. I extend Crook’s supposition and argue that
promotion of the cult of Saint Cuthbert was a secondary concern for
the Norman rulers of Durham in the late eleventh and early twelfth
centuries, particularly for the Norman-backed religious community
that displaced the former Lindisfarne custodians as caretakers of the
saint. Although the saint remained a part of the religious life of this
new, Benedictine community during this period, the monks made
use of St Cuthbert only insofar as he lent an air of legitimacy to
their existence and authority. By contrast, the cult of Saint Cuthbert
rose to overwhelming prominence in Durham in the second half of
the twelfth century. In the later period, Durham became above all a
pilgrimage center.
To illustrate this transition, I first discuss the ecclesiastical
situation in Durham in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, a time
marked by tremendous upheaval—the sacking of the long-time
caretakers of St Cuthbert’s and their replacement by a Normanbacked Benedictine community, followed by the consolidation of
Norman ecclesiastical power against Northumbrian and Scottish
threats. I then return to Crook’s subject, the architectural setting for
the cult in the twelfth century, to highlight the difference between
the original features of the cathedral and the pilgrimage-friendly
additions made in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.
Finally, I demonstrate the change in ecclesiastical mind-set by
contrasting the treatment of St Cuthbert by the two major historians
of Durham in the high Middle Ages: Symeon, who wrote in the
period when Norman clergy replaced the Lindisfarne community,
and Reginald, who wrote in the age when Durham was becoming a
pilgrimage center.
The Historical Context of the Shift

St Cuthbert, a seventh-century hermit, abbot of the Celtic monastic

community of Lindisfarne, and bishop of the see of Lindisfarne,
was the most important saint of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of
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Northumbria. He commanded the respect of Deirans, Bernicians,
Scots, and Danes alike and lent tremendous prestige to the Lindisfarne
community. After repeated sackings of the island by Danish raiders
in the eighth and ninth centuries, in 883 the monks of Lindisfarne
fled with the remains of their beloved saint to Chester-le-Street,
and then, in 995, to the peninsula which became Durham. On the
occasion of the town’s founding, as Symeon of Durham records, the
monks were returning to Chester-le-Street after a short stay in Ripon.
When they set Cuthbert’s coffin down at Durham, it remained fixed
to that spot. Taking this as a sign of the saint’s desire to stay, the
monks established their residence there, soon erecting lodgings for
themselves and a church to house the sacred body.4
As the Normans attempted to consolidate their control
over the north of England in the late 1060s, Durham became a
key battleground in the fight between the conquerors and the last
remnants of Northumbrian, Anglo-Saxon power. William the
Conqueror sent his agent, Robert Cumin, to occupy the town in
1069, but Cumin and his men perished in a massive insurrection a
short time later, thus prompting the building of Durham Castle and
a series of stone fortifications around the peninsula. William found
his authority challenged yet again when Walcher, his appointee to
the bishopric of Durham, was murdered in 1080 while trying to
defuse yet another rebellion. As a result, the new bishop, William
of St Calais, instituted sweeping changes—completely overhauling
the religious community by dismissing the Lindisfarne monks and
establishing a Benedictine priory in their place.5
4 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de exordio atque procursu istius, hoc est
Dunhelmensis ecclesie, 3.1: ed. David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon, 2000), 14449. There is some evidence of settlement at Durham in the early Middle Ages,
though none of it is terribly conclusive. The only documentary source that hints
at earlier habitation is an entry from the Anglo-Saxon chronicle for 762, which
states that a certain Bishop Whithorn was consecrated on an Aelfet Island. This
may refer to Elvet, one of the boroughs of Durham town, though the connection is
quite uncertain. See Martin Roberts, English Heritage Book of Durham (London,
1994), 13.
5 On the career of this vital bishop, see H.S. Offler, “William of St Cal-
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Bishop William’s reforms reflect, at least to some extent, the
broader movement of church reform in this period when the papacy
was making bold moves to root out non-Roman elements from
Christian practice and to establish a homogeneous Christendom
ruled from Rome.6 The Normans, of course, also favored religious
uniformity, since they acknowledged such a condition would help
them establish political hegemony over the island.7 Indeed, the
supposedly corrupt (i.e., unreformed) condition of the English
church served in the first place as a convenient justification for the
Norman Conquest. The Norman conquerors pointed in particular to
Anglo-Saxon clerical concubinage as a feature of the ecclesiastical
establishment in desperate need of reform. Norman support of new
monastic foundations, like Durham’s Benedictine community—
billed as bastions of clerical celibacy—served the dual purpose of
“Normanizing” the English church and impressing Rome.8
ais, First Norman Bishop of Durham,” Transactions of the Architectural and
Archaeological Society of Durham and Northumberland 10 (Gateshead, 1950),
258-80. William Aird has challenged Offler’s view of William, suggesting that he
was often absent from Durham for long periods of time; see his article “An Absent Friend: The Career of Bishop William of St Calais,” Anglo-Norman Durham
1093-1193, ed. David Rollason, Margaret Harvey, and Michael Prestwich (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1994), 283-98. Regardless of his absences, the bishop exerted a
tremendous influence on Symeon of Durham and set in motion many important
changes in Durham’s religious life.
6 On the effect of reform in the English religious milieu, see Julia Barrow, “English Cathedral Communities and Reform in the Late Tenth and the Eleventh Centuries,” in Ibid., 25-39.
7 Gerd Tellenbach explains that the papacy made many compromises
with the conquest monarchy in England, since William did not present the biggest
threat to Rome and because he was actively trying to combat simony and clerical
marriage. William effectively turned the tide of reform to his own uses. Thus,
the effects of the Gregorian revolution were still felt; they merely had a different
impetus than they had elsewhere. Gerd Tellenbach, Church, State and Christian
Society at the Time of the Investiture Contest, trans. R.F. Bennett (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 120, 123-5.
8 On the Norman church, see, among many others, Emma Cownie, Re-

Young

31

Establishing the legitimacy of his sweeping reforms
constituted Bishop William’s foremost concern, and we must view all
of his actions as the unquestioned leader of the religious community
(he was both bishop and prior) with this goal in mind. Particularly,
we must understand the building of the great cathedral of Durham
not merely as a pious undertaking to give Saint Cuthbert a newer,
grander home, but as a means for giving the new Norman management
solid legitimacy. The developments that accompanied the building
of this structure—the translation of the body of Cuthbert, the
demolition of the Anglo-Saxon church, etc.—illustrate how anxious
Bishop William and his Benedictine successors were to establish
a new paradigm, one which incorporated some of the trappings of
the previous reality, most significantly the saint himself, but clothed
these in a new wardrobe, with added accoutrements. Pilgrimage was
a part of this formulation only insofar as the reputation and potency
of Cuthbert made it so; the late eleventh and early twelfth century
bishops did not go far out of their way to promote the cult. It seems,
almost, that they were still testing the waters with this Anglo-Saxon
saint, to see if he was truly useful for them. Once they established
that he was of use (i.e., in the second half of the twelfth century),
they took great pains to make St Cuthbert the center of their worship
and their religious world-view.
The consolidation of Norman dominance begun by Bishop
William in 1083 met with two major stumbling blocks during the
first half of the twelfth century. The first came in the form of Bishop
William’s successor, Ranulf Flambard, the former tax collector of
King William II. Fluctuating hot and cold relations with the king
characterized his Episcopal tenure. The chronicler Symeon details
his scandalous attempts to funnel church funds into his own coffers
in order to buy back the king’s favor. The monks, notes Symeon,
ligious Patronage in Anglo-Norman England, 1066-1135 (Woodbridge: Boydell,
1998) and Frank Barlow, The English Church, 1066-1154 (London: Longman,
1979). David Knowles’s study of English monasticism, The Monastic Order in
England: A History of its Development from the Times of St. Dunstan to the Fourth
Lateran Council, 940-1216 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963) is
still helpful for the monastic side of story.
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constantly parried these attempts, desiring to keep revenue within
their religious community.9 Both sides in this conflict used St
Cuthbert to shore up their respective political positions. Flambard
erected a “hospital and church dedicated to St Giles,” which served as
a “popular guest house for pilgrims” and likely brought a great deal
of money into the bishop’s coffers.10 The monks, on the other hand,
sought to take control of the cult and wield its authority to enhance
their case. The miraculous translation of the relics of Cuthbert into
the cathedral in 1104 appears to have been the key statement of the
monks’ right to primacy in the community.11
This period of consolidating Norman dominance continued
almost exactly to the midway point of the twelfth century, when the
threat of conquest from the north disturbed the situation considerably.
The Scots, led by King David I, and the English, under King Stephen,
fought a protracted war for control of Northumbria in the 1130s
and 1140s; Durham featured therein on more than one occasion,
bringing the town at varying stages both prestige and ignominy.12
Durham provided a negotiating table for the two sides on at least
two significant occasions, and the bishops were able for much of
the war to remain aloof from both sides, and thus in a position of
strength. However, dark hours arrived in 1141 when the Scottish
chancellor William Cumin claimed the Episcopal throne and took
control of the city for several months. Through papal intervention,
the bishopric was released from its captivity, and English victory in
the war guaranteed the consolidation of Anglo-Norman dominance
in Durham. At this point the religious community turned its attention
to enhancing and increasing the appeal of the cult and shrine of
9 See Abou-El-Haj, 180-1.
10 Margaret Bonney, Lordship and the Urban Community: Durham and
its Overlords 1250-1540 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 24.
11 An anonymous account of the translations, written in the early 1120s,
showed the monks in control of this vital event. Abou-El-Haj, 190-4.
12 For a discussion of this conflict and its effects on Durham, see William M. Aird, St Cuthbert and the Normans: The Church of Durham, 1071-1153
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1998), 227-67.
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Cuthbert.
The most important figure and driving force of this latter
period was Bishop Hugh du Puiset, who occupied the episcopal seat
from 1153 to 1195. Not only did he order significant improvements
and additions for the cathedral, but he also fostered important
improvements to the town by pushing the development of the boroughs
outside of the peninsula. Most importantly, he commissioned the
building of a hospital and the construction of Elvet Bridge, linking
the religious center of Durham with the eastern boroughs, thereby
enhancing access to the cathedral precinct.13 His chief desire, it is
clear, was to make the town of Durham as attractive and accessible
as possible for pilgrims. Hugh’s reign represented the pinnacle of
power for the bishopric of Durham; he effectively controlled all of
the religious life (including the priory, though his dismissal of Prior
Thomas in 1162 created friction with the monks)14 and the majority
of commercial enterprise in the town.15 One scholar remarks that
during Hugh’s bishopric, “the ‘patrimonium Sancti Cuthberti’ was
soundly organized, with nothing to bring in question the prince
bishops’ rights. Durham was a realm within a realm.”16
Scholars have linked the increased interest in the promotion
of Cuthbert’s cult to the arrival of a major competitor on the sacred
landscape of England in the late twelfth century, Thomas Becket.17
13 Bonney, 28-9.
14 G.V. Scammell, Hugh du Puiset, Bishop of Durham (Cambridge,
1956), 133.
15 Durham was not included, for some reason, in the Domesday survey
of 1086, but Bishop Hugh conducted a survey of his possessions in 1183. This
constitutes the most important economic source for Durham in the twelfth century. Boldon Book, a Survey of the Possessions of the See of Durham, Made by
Order of Bishop Hugh Pudsey, in the Year 1183, ed. and trans. William Greenwell,
Publications of the Surtees Society vol. 25, (London: Whittaker & Co., 1852).
16 D. .J. Hall, English Medieval Pilgrimage (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965), 95.
17 Victoria Tudor, “The Cult of St Cuthbert in the Twelfth Century: The
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The martyred archbishop of Canterbury quickly rose to the fore of
the English religious world-view after his murder in 1170. Miracles
involving Thomas were reported at many locations in England
and on the continent almost immediately after his death. After the
clergy reopened the desecrated Canterbury cathedral, they brought
about a number of transformations to the building to accommodate
the rising flood of pilgrims.18 Previous to this time, the religious
leaders of Durham had been able to rely on St Cuthbert’s reputation
alone for the promotion of his cult. They now realized that his
star would be eclipsed quickly if they did not take action. The
pressure of competition was coupled with a growing trend of seeing
pilgrimage as grand spectacle.19 Together, these two factors spurred
the redoubling of efforts by the clergy of Durham, who wanted both
to keep pace with the demand for pilgrimage destinations and to put
on a good show.
Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral

This shift in emphasis on the cult of St. Cuthbert effected
transformation of the cathedral and brought about new ways of
thinking about the saint. Durham Cathedral in its original design
was, in essence, a monastic church. Despite the popularity of St

Evidence of Reginald of Durham,” St Cuthbert, His Cult and His Community to
AD 1200, ed. Gerald Bonner, David Rollason, and Clare Stancliffe (Woodbridge:
Boydell, 1989), 459; Dominic Marner, St Cuthbert: His Life and Cult in Medieval Durham (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 24-6; Benedicta Ward,
Miracles and the Medieval Mind: Theory, Record and Event 1000-1215, rev. ed.
(Aldershot: Scolar, 1987), 105-6.
18 Ward, 89-109.
19 The three most important pilgrimage destinations in Christendom—
Compostela, Rome, and Jerusalem—had, by the twelfth century, become elements of one grand spectacle. Pilgrims came increasingly to anticipate miracles
for their efforts. Smaller shrines sought to emulate the success of the more famous ones. For this trend, see Ibid., 110-26 and Ronald C. Finucane, Miracles
and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1977), 39-55.

Young

35

Cuthbert, it was not built to accommodate large numbers of pilgrims.
Two features of the original building lend support to this assertion.
First, the main altar, which housed the sacred body, was contained
within a very small eastern apse. Such space constraints allowed
little access to the saint’s relics.20
It was not that the builders of the cathedral were wanting
for models of pilgrimage churches; Romanesque churches in major
pilgrimage centers on the continent, most notably at Santiago de
Compostela, featured roomy ambulatories around the central altar,
allowing for maximum access to the presence of holy relics. Even
closer to their immediate milieu, many Norman churches, Jumièges
for instance, were constructed with the characteristic apse-andambulatory east end.21 It simply appears that, in the building of the
cathedral, William of St Calais and his colleagues chose to focus on
the needs of the new Benedictine religious community—giving it
appropriate liturgical space, for example—instead of on the saint.
Once the choir of the new building, the most important feature
for monastic observance, was completed, the monks moved the
holy body into the apse, which event was marked by a series of
legitimizing miracles. The monks then razed the old church built
by Cuthbert’s Anglo-Saxon caretakers to make room for a sizeable
cloister to the south of the cathedral.22
20 Crook writes, “The original plan of the east end of the Romanesque
cathedral, begun by William of St Calais in 1093, was forgotten until the 1890s,
and limited archaeological evidence discovered in 1827 and 1844 was wrongly
interpreted by some historians as proof of an apse-and-ambulatory structure. In
January 1895, however, the footings of the apse at the east end of the south aisle
were discovered during heating work, confirming that the plan comprised a central apse flanked by two smaller apses (square externally) at the end of the aisles,
and no ambulatory.” Crook, 236-7.
21 Lisa Reilly, “The Emergence of Anglo-Norman Architecture: Durham
Cathedral,” Anglo-Norman Studies XIX: Proceedings of the Battle Conference
1996, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1997), 339; Michael
G. Jarrett and Howard Mason, “‘Greater and More Splendid’: Some Aspects of
Romanesque Durham Cathedral,” Antiquaries Journal, 75 (1995): 214.
22 See Ibid., 192-8.
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A second feature of the original cathedral demonstrates the
lack of emphasis on pilgrimage: women were forbidden to enter the
building and approach the saint.23 Pilgrimage and other forms of
popular religion in the high Middle Ages were heavily reliant on
female involvement, for they gave women an outlet to express their
pious desires. Men with religious yearnings entered the clergy, but
women had no such option, apart from the cloister.24 It is certainly
unusual to find a major saint’s church that forbade access to women;
this feature underscores the argument that Durham Cathedral was not
built initially as a pilgrimage church. It is, on the other hand, hardly
surprising that women were restricted from entering the precinct
of a monastic community. In fact, so restrictive was the ban on
women in the cathedral that Cuthbert achieved quite a reputation for
misogyny, even punishing “females who dared to enter his church
and approach his shrine.”25
The period of promoting the Cuthbert cult in the second half
of the twelfth century brought many changes to the cathedral, making
it both more accessible and friendly to pilgrims, including women.
The most obvious product of this new emphasis was the Galilee
Chapel, added to the west end of the cathedral during the episcopacy
of Hugh du Puiset.26 Actually, it appears that Hugh wanted to build
23 Symeon, Libellus de exordio, 2.7: Rollason, ed. 104-09. See also Victoria Tudor, “The Misogyny of Saint Cuthbert,” Archaeologia Aeliana 5, ser.12
(1984): 157-67.
24 For a discussion of the outlets for female piety in the Middle Ages,
see, among others, Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 13-30.
25 Finucane, 87.
26 For an excellent discussion of the context in which the Galilee was
built, and of its many uses, see Richard Halsey’s article “The Galilee Chapel,”
Medieval Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral, ed. Nicola Coldstream and
Peter Draper (Leeds: W.S. Maney and Son, 1980), 59-73.
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onto the east end, probably to expand the apse and make the altar
more accessible. However, cracks in the new structure were taken
as a sign that St Cuthbert was opposed to this idea, and the project
was abandoned.27 Instead, Hugh ordered the construction of the
Galilee Chapel, which came to serve many roles. Most significant
was its use as a Lady Chapel, finally giving women the opportunity
to approach the saint and plead for his intercession, even if they
could not actually get close to the altar.28

http://www.fortunecity.com/victorian/statue/1287/English/Durham/cathed/in/
point3.htm

The room was decorated lavishly with depictions of Saints Cuthbert
and Oswald (whose head was entombed in the sepulcher along
with Cuthbert’s body), an element largely lacking in the original
27 Geoffrey of Coldingham writes that Hugh “Novum ergo ad orientalem ejusdem ecclesiae plagam opus construere coepit. A transmarinis partibus
deferebantur columpnae et bases marmoreae. Cumque plures nec sine ipsorum
periculo, fatis intercedentibus, admitterenter magistri, et tot haberet principiae
quot magistri, sumptibus copiosis in operarios inpensis, et muris in aliquam vix
altitudinem erectis, in rimas tandem deisceret, manifestum dabatur inditium id
Deo et famulo suo Cuthberto non fuisse acceptum. Omissoque opere illo, aliud
in occidentum inchoavit; in quo muliebris licite fieret introitus; ut quae non habebant ad secretiora sanctorum locurum corporalem accessum, aliquod haberent
ex eorum contemplatione salatione.” Historia Dunhelmensis Scriptores Tres, ed.
James Raine, Publications of the Surtees Society vol. 9 (London, 1839), 11.
28 Marner, 27.
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cathedral. Most impressive certainly would have been the large wall
painting depicting the saint as bishop.

Wall painting of St. Cuthbert, Galilee Chapel, Durham Cathedral
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuthbert of Lindisfarne
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By including such features in the remodeling of the cathedral,
Hugh effectively transformed Cuthbert from a defensive, monastic
saint into an extroverted shepherd of an extensive flock. This
probably was not far from Hugh’s appraisal of himself. As Dominic
Marner writes, “By having Cuthbert represented as a late-twelfthcentury Bishop—in other words, as Puiset might have looked during
grand liturgical celebrations—Puiset was effectively placing himself
in the position as the rightful successor to the patron saint.”29
In addition, the remains of Cuthbert’s main biographer, the
Venerable Bede, were placed in a shrine in the Galilee Chapel in the
late twelfth century. It seems that Bede’s two Vitae of Cuthbert (one
prose, one verse) were growing in popularity in the second half of
the twelfth century, probably because they detailed a wide variety
of Cuthbert’s miracles. These sources were a vital component of
the effort to make St Cuthbert’s cult appeal to a wide audience.
Manuscript production of Bede’s Vitae increased rapidly in the late
twelfth and early thirteenth century.30 Not surprisingly, the most
famous of these manuscripts, the Yates Thompson 26 MS in the
British Library was produced during the episcopacy of Hugh du
Puiset. This sumptuously decorated and heavily illustrated piece
constituted a fine demonstration of the cult’s new emphasis on
popular presentation. Illustrations displayed Cuthbert interacting
with common people, including women, as well as monks.31 His
late-twelfth century promoters had made him a saint for all people.

29 Marner, 54.
30 In Bertram Colgrave’s study of the manuscripts of Bede’s prose Vita,
the vast majority are identified as either twelfth or thirteenth century productions,
with very many even being labeled “late twelfth” and “early thirteenth.” Two
Lives of Saint Cuthbert, ed. and trans. Bertram Colgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1940), 20-39.
31 For a discussion of this manuscript, see Marner, 37-103. Marner’s
book also includes 46 color plates of illustrations from the manuscript..
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Bede’s Life of St Cuthbert (c.1175-1200). YT 26, f.45v

This is not to say that Bede’s Vitae were unknown earlier.
The monks of Durham used them in the early twelfth century
to argue for continuity between the revered early Lindisfarne
community and the community founded by William of St Calais,
but the greater proliferation of manuscripts, and especially the new
shrine, constituted more significant steps in the appropriation and
use of Cuthbert’s famous biographer.32 The combination of Bede’s
shrine and the paintings of Cuthbert in the Galilee Chapel, the
most accessible part of the cathedral, definitely strengthened the
presentation of the cult.
The building of the Chapel of the Nine Altars in the midthirteenth century was the culmination of this period of the cult’s
promotion. John Crook writes, “The construction of the Nine Altars
32 Abou-El-Haj’s study of early twelfth-century manuscripts of Bede’s
prose Vita show an emphasis on Cuthbert’s incorrupt body in the miniatures—a
key element of both the late seventh-century and early twelfth-century communities’ interaction with the saint. Abou-El-Haj, 188-94.
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was in part a response to the increasing number of pilgrims flocking
to the shrine of St Cuthbert, and it provided them with the access
that appears to have been lacking in the original design.”33

Shrine of St Cuthbert
http://www.sacred-destinations.com/england/durham-cathedral.htm

This grand addition constituted the fulfillment of Hugh du
Puiset’s vision for the eastern end of the cathedral. Extending the
apse allowed maximum space for ambulation and veneration of the
saint. Like so many features of Cuthbert’s cult in this era, this addition
seems to have been “undertaken in emulation of the splendid provision
made for the cult of Thomas Becket at Canterbury.”34 Finally, in
the mid-thirteenth century, Durham had its fully realized pilgrimage
church. Unfortunately for those who expended so much effort, the
33 Crook, 249-50.
34 Peter Draper, “The Nine Altars at Durham and Fountains,” Medieval Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral, ed. Nicola Coldstream and Peter
Draper (Leeds: W.S. Maney and Son, 1980), 74.
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prominence of the cult soon waned, due both to the ascendancy of
the Becket cult and to a general decrease in pilgrimage, a result of
the increasing veneration of the Eucharist and other outlets of lay
religious expression.35
Symeon and Reginald: Two very different histories

This shift in the way the Durham clergy used Cuthbert becomes

especially clear when one contrasts the works of the two major
chroniclers of this period, Symeon and Reginald of Durham. Though
both authors were members of the Durham religious community,
their works would certainly be classified under different genres.
Symeon’s book would, by most definitions, be called a chronicle;
Reginald’s fits neatly under the rubric of hagiography. The fact that
these two historians wrote very different works is itself significant,
for their divergent genres betray their ultimate purposes.
Symeon, a member of the Benedictine community founded
by William of St Calais (and a monk very devoted to Bishop
William), wrote in the first decade of the twelfth century, while the
new establishment’s legitimacy was still very much contested. His
work Libellus de exordio atque procursu istius, hoc est Dunhelmensis
ecclesie (“Little book on the origin and progress of this, the church
of Durham”) is essentially a long narrative of the community of
St Cuthbert, from its foundation on Lindisfarne through the end
of the episcopacy of William of St Calais. The continuation of
the book takes the story even further chronologically, though the
authorship of the later portion is debated.36 Symeon emphasizes,
35 In the thirteenth century, devotion to the Eucharist, focused most
powerfully in the feast of Corpus Christi, became one of the chief components
of popular religious life. See Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late
Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991).
36 On the continuation, see Bernard Meehan, “Notes on the Preliminary
Texts and Continuations to Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio,” in Symeon
of Durham: Historian of Durham and the North, ed. David Rollason (Stamford:
Shaun Tyas, 1998), 128-39.
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above all, the legitimacy and authority of this monastic community,
at least partially to allay concerns about the expulsion in 1083 of
the congregatio sancti Cuthberti by the Benedictine community. To
demonstrate the need for this controversial replacement, he attempts
to depict the previous community as debauched, outmoded, and in
need of wholesale reform.
Reginald, “Durham’s greatest hagiographer after Bede,”37
wrote his Libellus de admirandis beati cuthberti virtutibus quae
novellis patratae sunt temporibus (“Little book on the wonderful
works of the blessed Cuthbert accomplished in recent times”) during
the episcopacy of Hugh du Puiset. In keeping with the goals of the
powerful bishop, Reginald seeks to promote the cult by building
up the image of the saint’s miraculous power. Reginald’s Cuthbert
becomes a saint not only for his monastic caretakers, as Symeon
would have him, but for all people. Like many hagiographic works,
this is definitely aimed at publicity and public relations.
The contrast between Symeon’s and Reginald’s treatment of
women provides an excellent subject for highlighting the difference
between the two works, and between the contexts of their respective
authors. Indeed, Symeon is the major source for our picture of
Cuthbert as a misogynist. His depiction of women in the Libellus
de exordio accords entirely with his emphasis on the legitimacy of
the Benedictine community as Cuthbert’s custodians. He declares,
for instance, that “it remains the case even today that women are
not given permission to enter virtually any of the churches which
the blessed confessor has sanctified with the presence of his sacred
body either now or formerly, in the time of flight or afterwards.”38
Symeon gives as the reason for this restriction the destruction of the
monastery of Coldingham by fire during Cuthbert’s pontificate; he
explains that this disaster was a punishment for the carnal sins of the
monks and nuns who lived there in too-close quarters. He recounts,
“Not long after this . . . Cuthbert, now raised to the Episcopal throne,
37 Marner, 31.
38 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 2.7: Rollason, ed., 104-05.
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severed his monks from all female company, so that neither they
nor their successors should ever at any time provoke the wrath of
God against themselves by setting such an example.”39 Incidentally,
Symeon notes that Bishop William’s dismissal of the congregatio
sancti Cuthberti in 1083 occurred because many of the custodians
had taken wives40; they had essentially become like the Coldingham
monks, ripe for punishment (or dismissal). Bishop William, of
course, returned to the community its female-free, celibate purity.
Even pious, well-intentioned women fail to qualify for any
favor in the eyes of Symeon’s Cuthbert. Symeon relates the story
of Judith, the wife of Tostig, earl of Northumbria, who “loved St
Cuthbert even more than did her husband.” Having already given
many donations to the church, she promised much more if she were
allowed to enter the church herself. As a cautionary measure, she
first sent one of her maidservants to make the attempt. When this
unfortunate girl was about to enter the church precinct, “she was
suddenly repelled by a violent force as of the wind, her strength
failed, and stricken with a grave infirmity, she was scarcely able to
return to the hospice.” The maid died soon after this experience, and
Judith subsequently sent many expensive decorations to the church
to atone for her mistake.41
The depictions of women in Reginald’s work are of a far
different character. One might think it absurd, after reading Reginald,
that Cuthbert was ever viewed as having ill will toward women.
Though Reginald occasionally mentions the restriction on women
inside Cuthbert’s churches, not a single story features the unchecked,
misogynistic wrath of the saint. On the contrary, Reginald depicts
him working tirelessly for the benefit and blessing of the pious
39 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 2.7: Rollason, ed., 106-07.
40 Marner (33) notes that the Chester-le-Street community was composed of secular clerics, so their practices are not surprising, since the church was
very lax on clerical celibacy before the reforms of the late eleventh century.
41 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 3.11: Rollason, ed., 176-77.
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female adherents to his cult. One tale in particular stands in stark
contrast to Symeon’s story of Judith, though the circumstances of
the two accounts initially appear similar. The main character in
Reginald’s narrative is Helisend, chambermaid of the Queen of
Scotland, who enters Durham cathedral in disguise, thinking her
virginity and innocence would not invite the saint’s wrath. At the
intrusion, Cuthbert alerts Bernard, sacristan of the cathedral, who
casts the poor girl from the church, heaping abuses on her in the
process. Symeon likely would have ended the story there (with a
much harsher punishment); Reginald continues, detailing the girl’s
intense remorse and resulting flight into a cloistered life. Eventually,
“the blessed Cuthbert, moved by the sweetness of her piety, rewarded
her penitence and expunged her offenses in his leniency.”42
Another important difference in the two accounts may be
found in their respective treatment of miracles. Cuthbert’s miracles,
as told by Symeon, are mostly variations on the themes of defense and
retribution, accomplished always on behalf of the saint’s caretakers.
Particularly telling are those miracles that involve William the
Conqueror. For example, Symeon recounts an instance when the
king stopped by Durham in 1071 on a return trip from Scotland. He
demanded to see Cuthbert’s body, threatening to execute some of the
clergy if the holy body was not present in the town. After making
these threats, the king “began to burn with a terrible heat and to be
so wearied by it, that he could hardly bear such a high temperature.”
William fled quickly, leaving behind all the niceties that had been
laid out for him. “By this sign he [the king] acknowledged that the
great confessor of God Cuthbert rests there, and he was not permitted
to harm the people because God prohibited him from doing so.”43
Symeon’s emphasis on the monastic community’s authority becomes
especially apparent when this story is compared with the account of
42 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis beati Cuthberti quae novellis patratae sunt temporibus, ch. 74: ed. Surtees Society, Publications of the Surtees
Society, vol.1 (London: J.B. Nichols and Son, 1835), 154.
43 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 3.19: Rollason, ed., 196-97.
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William’s visit in an earlier document, written by an anonymous
clerk in the period before episcopacy of William of St Calais. In
that tale, “William came to the shrine, listened to an account of royal
donations read from the Historia [de sancto Cuthberto, a Vita written
in the tenth century], and offered gifts to Cuthbert as his predecessors
were said to have done.” There was no confrontation, for the earlier
author was not concerned with upholding the legitimacy of the new
community vis-à-vis king or bishop.44
Although Reginald softens some of the rough edges of the
Cuthbert found in the narrations of earlier hagiographers,45 the
inspiration for his work is obviously Bede’s Vitae, and many of his
miracle stories draw heavily upon the tales narrated by the great
Anglo-Saxon author. It is not surprising that Reginald’s work and
the placement of Bede’s body in the Galilee Chapel shrine, not
to mention the proliferation of illuminated manuscripts of Bede’s
Vitae, all appeared in this era of intense cult promotion. Unlike the
miracles detailed by Symeon, which remained fixated on the same
theme, the miraculous deeds related by Reginald are characterized by
great variety. Reginald’s Cuthbert continues to defend his devotees,
but retributive stories constitute only a small percentage of the total
number.46 The largest number of miracles are curative, the kind
sought after by most pilgrims. Moreover, the saint’s healing powers
in Reginald’s tales are remarkably versatile; no infirmity is too great
for his power and compassion. Reginald sometimes describes these
illnesses at length to emphasize the magnitude of the cures.47
In addition, Reginald’s Cuthbert intercedes on behalf of both
men and women; some of his female beneficiaries even receive
44 Abou-El-Haj, 179.
45 Marner, 32-3.
46 Tudor, “The Cult of St Cuthbert in the Twelfth Century,” 453-4.
47 For an example of such a description, see Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.119: Surtees vol.1, 264-65.
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their intercession inside the cathedral precinct. For instance, a poor
shepherdess in one tale is able to save her flock from a wolf pack by
driving them into the cemetery outside of Durham cathedral, a place
women were formerly forbidden to enter.48 Such encroachment on
the saint’s sacred space is an aspect of the cult that would have been
unthinkable for Symeon. However, in an age when Saints Thomas
of Canterbury and Godric of Finchale commanded the veneration
of large numbers of women, it was important for the promoters of
Cuthbert’s cult to counter the misogynist reputation St Cuthbert had
acquired, in order to keep pace with his competitors. The last thirty
chapters of Reginald’s Libellus were written after 1170 and remain
particularly illustrative of the impact of the Canterbury cult on
Durham. Whereas the miracle stories of the 111 pre-1170 chapters
are not geographically confined to Durham and in fact ranged far and
wide, the bulk of the post-1170 tales are limited to the immediate
vicinity of the saint. One story features a noblewoman healed of an
ailment by Cuthbert at Durham after her friends cast lots to determine
whether she should appeal to St Thomas, St Edmund, or St Cuthbert.
The woman ultimately chooses to devote herself to Cuthbert, and
“in that same hour she began to get better.”49
The respective treatments of the translation of Cuthbert into
the cathedral in 1104 comprise a final, significant contrast between
the two authors. The translation is the centerpiece of Reginald’s
miracle collection. He devotes four chapters to its narration and
described the proceedings in the most detailed fashion.50 Upon
opening the sepulcher, writes Reginald, the monks found the saint’s
body incorrupt and sweet smelling, though he had been dead for
four centuries. Though the preserved body constitutes a stock
trope in medieval hagiography, this miracle nevertheless provided
absolute proof of Cuthbert’s sanctity. Such a tale would certainly
48 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.139: Surtees vol.1, 288-89.
49 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch.115: Surtees vol.1, 260-61.
50 Reginald, Libellus de admirandis, ch. 40-43: Surtees vol.1, 84-90.

48

Quidditas

have appealed to the curiosity and religious fervor of Reginald’s
intended audience—potential pilgrims to the shrine.
The translation of St Cuthbert was certainly important for
Symeon and the early Benedictines as well, but for a very different
reason. For them, it represented the capstone, the seal of approval,
for Bishop William’s entire program. Nevertheless, Symeon did
not choose to write in detail about the translation itself nor the
miracles that accompanied the event. Although he did remark at
least two times in passing that he witnessed Cuthbert’s incorrupt
body, probably on the occasion of the 1104 translation, Symeon
ended his chronicle before reaching that chronological point.
51
Rather than discuss the importance of this event in the life of
his community, Symeon decided instead to end his book with the
death of his mentor, William of St Calais. Even in its expanded
form, the chronicle ultimately says little about the translation of
the relics. Symeon’s continuator focused primarily on the William
Cumin affair and the war between England and Scotland in the midtwelfth century. Symeon’s final, elegiac words are reserved for
Bishop William and describe the inconsolable sorrow of the monks
at losing their leader: “I think it is better to be silent here about the
greatness of their grief for the loss of such a father, and about how
much they lamented and wept, rather than that it should be said that
this surpasses what is credible to anyone.”52 From these words it is
clear that Bishop William and his reforms were of prime importance
for Symeon. The promotion of the cult of St Cuthbert remained at
all times a secondary concern.
Conclusion

The religious community of Durham experienced a significant
shift in its use of the cult of St Cuthbert during the twelfth century.
The emphasis in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries was
166-7.

51 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 1.10 and 3.7: Rollason, ed., 52-53, and
..
52 Symeon, Libellus de exordio 4.10: Rollason, ed., 254-57.
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on consolidating the authority and legitimizing the existence of the
Norman-based, Benedictine community as a replacement for the
previous congregatio sancti Cuthberti. As the political situation in
Northumbria became more secure in the mid-twelfth century, the
community turned to the promotion of the cult. Spurred by the
quickly-rising, rival cult of St Thomas Becket, the Durham clergy,
led by the indomitable Bishop Hugh du Puiset, sought to alter the
reputation and presentation of the saint, in an effort to make him
appeal to a wide pilgrim audience. Changes in the architecture of the
cathedral and in historical writing by the town’s monks demonstrate
the impact of this change. This study and others like it will, it is
hoped, serve to further discussions of medieval ecclesiastical reform,
piety and sanctity as shaped and influenced by their local, social and
institutional frameworks.
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